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>>I am Christopher Merrill, the Director of the International Writing Program at the University of 
Iowa. And I'm Ed Folsom, Professor of English at the University of Iowa.  

And it's our pleasure to welcome you to the first session of our Massive Open Online Course, 
"Whitman's Civil War: Writing and Imaging Loss, Death, and Disaster." Ed and I began composing 
introductions and commentaries about Whitman's Civil War writings and poetry and prose last 
summer. And it's interesting to think about this at a moment in our history: we began our writing 
journey for this MOOC a hundred and fifty years after the end of the Civil War. At a moment in 
American history where, because of the deaths in Ferguson, Missouri, and in Baltimore, Maryland, 
as well as rippling around the world - wars in Iraq, in Syria, in Libya, and Yemen, and on and on, we 
are thinking that, Whitman's attempts to write and image loss and death and disaster have broad 
applicability. That, what he's trying to do with this great disaster in American history is something 
that writers face again and again in the 20th century, the bloodiest century of all, and now in our 
own century, where the forces of chaos seem often to be overwhelming. How did Whitman do that?  

Yes, and with Whitman, we really have the sense that we are at the beginning of the era that defines 
us - that still defines our era - this is the first great mechanized war of mass death. And so one thing 
that we're experiencing as we read these amazing texts by Whitman, is we're experiencing a poet 
struggling with the idea of, "having faced what I faced during this war, can I still write poetry or 
anything else?"  

So the question for us is, how did Whitman bear witness to this carnage? How did he come to terms 
in some way with his whole fabric of life being torn apart, as a poet and as a prose writer? And, are 
there ways in which we as writers and artists living today, in all the places that can tune into this 
MOOC from around the world, how we can find ways to write about our own tragedies, our own 
losses, the ways in which our world may fall apart and then, as Whitman taught us how to do, can be 
rebuilt through the act of writing. So that's the sort of thing that we're going to hope to be doing 
over the course of our weeks together and for me, it's just such a great pleasure to be working with 
Ed Folsom again who, in my view, knows everything about Whitman. And so for me, this class has 
been as much an education, gleaning everything I can from Ed, as it is an exploration of what it is 
Whitman managed to do during the course of the war. And before we launch into that, I want to 
turn to Ed and say, "What is it that we're going to be looking at here?"  

Well it's interesting Chris, we're going to be focusing of course on one of America's most 
prominent, best known, greatest writers Walt Whitman, who was born in 1819, so when the war 
began he was in  

his early forties. He had already published his early edition of his great book, "Leaves of Grass," that 
he would work on for the rest of his life. But when the Civil War came, everything changed for 
Whitman. All of the ideas that he had begun to express, articulate, work on, and develop in those 
early editions of Leaves of Grass, they all came to a stop, because that poem, that book of poems, 
was based on the idea of trying to construct an American self, an American "I" that was vast 
enough, broad enough, capacious enough, to contain all the contradictions that any culture or 
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society could put forth. And the notion was, for Whitman, that the self, this American I, would 
demonstrate to the world what a new Democratic self would be: a self that was so absorptive, and 
could contain within itself, so many varieties of attitudes toward life.  

And experiences of life.  

And experiences of life. Yeah, Whitman's notion came to be that radical notion that any one of us 
could be any other one of us. That you, living in a democratic society meant that you could literally 
imagine yourself, project yourself, in to any other individuality that that culture put forward, because 
we're all large enough, as Whitman said, "I am large, I contain multitudes," do I contradict myself? 
Very well then, I contradict myself. We live with those contradictions. And the country could live 
with those contradictions. But when the Civil War hit, suddenly, the contradictions became too great 
to live with, and the country was coming apart at the seams. This was an attack, in Whitman's mind, 
upon the very conception of the democratic self. All of us were United States, right? Not just the 
country, but the self. Every self were made up of diversity, were made up of different selves, that 
somehow all maintain an integrity and an identity. And the country could do the same thing, 
Whitman believed. So when the Civil War hit, for Whitman, this was, in some sense, a battle for the 
notion of a democratic American identity. And if the country broke apart, split in two, became two 
different things, then in Whitman's mind, the democratic experiment was a failure. And it wasn't just 
Whitman's mind: this was all around the world at the time. America was the great experiment in 
democracy, and if it could not hold together less than a hundred years into its existence, it came 
apart, it would just keep coming apart; it was just going to break, and break, and break. And this 
notion that diversity could live together in unity would be a casualty of that war.  

And that amazing discovery he had in his notebooks before he began to write Song of Myself where 
he writes, "I am the poet of the body and of the soul. I am the poet of the slaves and of the master 
of slaves." I am - then he draws that line down the page - and launches into this incredible poem; 
that's exactly the lever that turns his world upside down for him.  

That's exactly right. Many people who just come upon Whitman and read Song of Myself or read 
some of his poems forget that he was a great prose writer as well, and that his origins were as a 
journalist. He started as a printer, a typesetter, working on newspapers, moved into reporting at a 
very young age. His first stories were published when he was 15 years old, and he never stopped 
writing journalism to the very end of his life. And so during the war, one interesting thing is that he 
really takes up that journalistic mantle again; he is Walt Whitman the journalist, he's a Civil War 
correspondent for the New York Times.  

He is, among other things, the inventor of what we call "war reportage" now.  

Absolutely. Letters from Washington, he would write to the New York Times and they'd be 
published on the front page of the Times. He was remarkable in simply the sheer amount of stuff he 
wrote. In his Civil  

War notebooks, we can see Whitman beginning to write a little memory that a soldier had of being 
in battle, and he would write that memory down, and then as we turn the pages, we can see it begin 
to form into a poem. And one of the things that is going to be very interesting for us during this 
course is going to be tracking the ways that the poetry and the prose, the personal letter writing and 
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the public publication of those poems, all merge together as Whitman is trying to express, articulate, 
figure out what form its best to express these deep, searing emotional response to suffering, loss, 
and mass death.  

It's a commonplace to say that there are two different poets in Walt Whitman: the pre-war poet and 
the post-war poet. And what we will be exploring in this course is how Whitman becomes, page by 
page, memory by memory, note by note, a different writer, both as a poet and as a prose writer. It's a 
fascinating journey and I'm looking forward to seeing where we get!  

Yes, I am too!  

So this might be a good time to take a look at the links here on the page which will take you to the 
readings we will be exploring week by week. For this first session which we're calling, "Circumstance 
and Documentary," we'll be looking at a combination of poems and prose beginning with, "The 
Million Dead, too, summ'd up", the last entry in Whitman's "Memoranda During the War." We'll 
also be looking at some scenes from "Song of Myself" which prefigures the conversation that we'll 
be having over the next several weeks, as well as the poems, "This Compost", and "Drum-Taps", 
and "Beat! Beat! Drums!" Ed, you want to say a word about the different texts we'll be looking at 
this week?  

Yeah, so we're going to be taking a look at both pre-war Whitman and wartime Whitman. We're 
going to go back to Song of Myself and take a look at the ways Whitman was writing about and 
representing the war, representing war itself in "Song of Myself" five years and more before the Civil 
War began, as he looks at the Revolutionary War and the Mexican War. And then we're going to 
take a look at his 1856 poem, "This Compost" which sets a way that Whitman is going to build upon 
his whole life: it's his basic ecological faith. What he's learning from the chemists and the scientists 
who are beginning to explore the notion of transfer of energy, the notion of redistribution of atoms, 
and Whitman has an early and very very deep and abiding affection for this ecological notion that 
there is not death: that there's only life. It's continual recycling, every thing we call "death" is in fact 
simply a redistribution of atoms and energy into new life. And it's going to be a faith that he is going 
to hold onto, but we're going to see really tested in these Civil War writings, and that very first piece 
we're looking at, the prose piece on "The Million Dead, too, summ'd up" we'll see Whitman trying 
to hang onto that faith - that all of this mass death, this hundred of thousands of dead soldiers, are 
still going to produce a future for America.  

And for all of his interest in science, then of course we have the year of meteors, which leads him to 
think about the world in completely different ways: detecting omens in the skies. Then we'll be 
looking at two early poems: "Drum-Taps" and "Beat! Beat! Drums" which sound so different from 
what we've been reading and hearing in "Song of Myself." It's as if we have a new poet here, who's 
trying to make sense of a situation that is, in the most basic way, incomprehensible.  

The Civil War was a war that presaged what we would all experience and have experienced since. It 
was the first great war of truly mass, mechanized death. And Whitman loved big numbers, vast 
numbers; he's the poet who talked about every atom belonging to you is good belongs to me. And 
he was  
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fascinated with what science was teaching him at the time as the 19th Century as we all know is the 
century that just exploded open time and space. And it took us outward into a universe of billions, 
trillions, quadrillions, endless, endless numbers; but it also took us in to a world of vast numbers. 
There was that growing sense that, whether we went microscopically or telescopically, we were just 
entering into endless, vast territory - unbelievably vast territory - so that we would talk about billions 
of atoms and we would talk about billions of stars, and we would talk about billions of years since 
the universe first exploded into existence. Everything becomes huge and for Whitman, he built a 
poetry that could only really function in a universe of vast numbers. It couldn't function in a 
universe that humanity had lived in virtually until the 19th Century, a universe of reality small 
numbers, where we counted existence in the thousands rather than the endless hundreds and billions 
of billions. So in that world, Whitman has a sudden giddiness almost about how vast this makes 
each of us. We're composed of billions and any single identity is multiple, multiple identities that are 
continually shifting. And then...the Civil War comes.  

It all falls apart.  

He's having to use vast numbers to add up bodies, to add up the carnage of death. And the first 
reading that you all are doing this week is "The Million Dead, too, summ'd up." At the time that 
Whitman wrote that, he assumed that the death toll from the Civil War would be something around 
a million. There's still a lot of debate over what that toll was. Now, estimates are around 800,000.  

In a population of about 22 million, which is an extraordinary number.  

If you projected it into today's population, you'd be talking about 9 million dead young men in 
America, in a period of four years. So in a few years, we would be looking at that unimaginable death 
toll. And Whitman has to figure out a way, in the face of that vast number now coming back to 
haunt him, how can we process it? How can I continue to write a poetry in the face of that kind of 
death?  

The critic Theodor Adorno said that after the Holocaust, after Auschwitz, it was impossible to 
imagine writing poetry. But of course, there have been many great poems written even about such 
terror as the Holocaust, as Paul Celan made quite clear in his writings. And Whitman is in that same 
place. He tallies up - and I love that word of his "tally" - he probably visited over a hundred 
thousand soldiers, wounded and dying soldiers in the hospitals of Washington DC, and here at the 
end of the war, when he tries to sum up all those dead, he's also, as you pointed out, summoning 
them, and summoning all Americans to a new way of thinking about this experiment in liberty, isn't 
he?  

Yeah. I talk about it in the commentary on a "Million Dead, too, summ'd up," that little apostrophe 
in the word "summ'd," S-U-M-M-apostrophe-D, and how that "summ'd" works because the 
apostrophe...you know we think of the apostrophe as that little mark of punctuation that signifies 
something missing - that signifies absence. So in contractions, there are missing letters, and that little 
mark acknowledges that there are missing pieces here. The interesting thing is that we call it an 
apostrophe because of the association with the rhetorical term "apostrophe." An apostrophe was 
when, in classical rhetoric, you would turn away from the people you were speaking, and for 
rhetorical effect, you would speak to someone who is not there - you would speak to the dead, let's 
say. If the dead were here, this is what we would say to them, and then you might even turn and, as 
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if you were facing the dead, you would offer an apostrophe. Whitman took that notion, that 
rhetorical notion of apostrophe,  

and he built an entire poetry out of it, right? We know from his early poetry that he loved the idea 
that he could address people who were not there - you and me.  

Speaking into the future.  

Exactly. He could address the unborn. So he turned the rhetorical idea of apostrophe, usually to 
address people who either were absent, couldn't be there, or people who were dead, and therefore 
were not obviously in the audience. Whitman said I could address the unborn. They're not here. But 
I can turn and speak to them, and it's going to create an effect - better effect than speaking to the 
dead, who will never hear what I say - but the unborn someday will hear what I will say. And it will 
be a very effective apostrophe because the apostrophe the moment they hear it stops being an 
apostrophe and becomes a direct address. It's a remarkable, rhetorical notion that Whitman's playing 
with, but when he comes the Civil War, he begins to turn more and more to the old kind of 
apostrophe. His concern now is not so much to address the unborn, but to address those who have 
died in the war. And when we get that little apostrophe in the word "summ'd," it's Whitman calling 
up the dead, and saying, "This is what I want to speak to." He begins to recognize that the one thing 
that nature's vast composting magic will never produce out of that endless compost of death, is that 
it will never again produce that one individual, that one soldier, that has been lost. Any single 
identity is forever lost. New life will emerge from death, but no single life that was lost will ever 
emerge and that's why there's a kind of magic in the way that Whitman's little apostrophe and that 
apostrophe-d is an apostrophe to all of the dead who are now acknowledged as missing just like that 
little apostrophe acknowledges the missing letters. But those letters grow, and we hear Whitman's 
opening comments in Memoranda During the War, that when he looks at his little Civil War 
notebooks, some of them with blood stains on them from carrying them through the hospitals, that 
just touching them, holding them, summons up those soldiers that he was with in the hospital. And 
when we realize that that "summ'd" is a contraction for "summoned," and what's missing is the one: 
O-N-E.  

And it would be the one, and the one, and the one, whom he would have written letters home for, 
would have caressed, would have eased into their dying, would have given a last kiss before he left 
and we talk about it being heartbreaking, but what's interesting is that, at the end of Song of Myself 
which we explored in our first MOOC, we're always looking into the future: we're looking to that 
unborn reader living now, encountering the poem for the first time. And now we're looking into the 
future, but from a much wiser perspective. The future looks darker than it did before. He coined the 
word "quadrillion" or used it for the first time in the poem, now we're thinking about quadrillions in 
terms of the whole earth as a kind of cemetery, right?  

Yeah, and the one, and the one, and the one, as you're suggesting, that's the power of that 
slipperiness between sum and summoning.  

And in some ways, he could see this coming, couldn't he? When we look at the Sections 33-36 from 
Song of Myself where, he accurately describes the experience of warfare, the Revolutionary War on 
the one hand, the Mexican War on the other, there's a sense in which he's like many poets of the 
ages who can feel those seismic tremors that suggest that something is coming down the pike. And I 
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was thinking as we were talking about the Revolutionary War poems, the great Polish poet Czeslaw 
Milosz in the 1930s belonged to a school of poets known as "The Catastrophists." In Poland, they 
knew something was up - it was going to be catastrophic, no one knew what it would be. And 
Whitman was feeling those tremors as well, wasn't he?  

Yeah, he certainly was. And part of the power of reading through Whitman's Civil War poetry, I 
think, we see it in these first six readings that we've done, is you feel the overwhelming pathos that 
Whitman experienced, and yet, he never took out of his book the excitement of entering into the 
warfare. He never wants to say only that this is unbelievably, overwhelmingly, sad and full of loss. 
He wants to also remember what led into this bloodshed and the excitement that was felt at the 
beginning of the war. He never took those poems out.  

And another writer would revise their history to say, "oh, I got it wrong" at this point. But Whitman, 
especially with a poem like "BEAT! beat! drums! - Blow! bugles! blow!" where the martial imagery 
and cadences are overwhelming. He doesn't get to the end of the war and say, "oh I've got a hide 
what I did." That's a part of that convulsiveness that you have spoken about so eloquently in terms 
of what he is trying to register in American history writ large and also in these particular instances. 
It's funny because when you think about the...early and late he's writing, he's drawn to writing in 
formal, in traditional measures, which in itself represents another break from the discoveries he had 
made in that marvelous year that leads to the publication of the first edition of what would be 
"Leaves of Grass." I have one thought about that - he resorted to what he knew, and poets I think 
work...we work between what we know and what we don't know. At that point of intersection 
between, let's say our "traditional" knowledge and that dark abyss into which we are staring, that's 
where the most interesting discoveries would happen. And I have this sense that, in Whitman's early 
martial poems from "Drum-Taps" when he's an enthusiast for the war, and he returns to that beat-
drums-beat tempo-blow-bugles-blow, that's what he kind of knew way back in an atavistic way. And 
if he was going to say something as dramatic as that, he needed the sanction of tradition, I think. But 
then, there comes that moment when he's restored to himself with more wisdom and the lines will 
lengthen back into the verses that had made such an electric impression on readers from the 
beginning of Song of Myself onward. But again I love the fact that he doesn't throw those poems 
out - they're a part of that larger vision. This is who I am, he says, and this is what I saw and how I 
registered it.  

Yeah, we get a poem like "O Captain! My Captain!" that used to be every schoolkid would always 
learn and be able to recite and a lot of people still do memorize it. And it's a poem you memorize 
because it's built to be memorized.  

Because you can!  

It's all in the ballad form and everything flows in that poem and I think, you know, one way to look 
at it would be that at the moments of greatest trauma, Whitman retreats to something that feels 
comfortable and comforting. It's a more comforting poem to write. But I think it's also important 
again in poem like O Captain! My Captain! to look at what voice he's writing in - it's the voice of a 
sailor. It's the voice of someone who would find comfort in that form.  

It's not Whitman.  
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It's not Whitman, it's a gift that Whitman gives to the sailors and the soldiers because it's a poem he 
knows they would like to have and feel comfortable with. Then he turns and writes "When Lilacs 
Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd."  

You know what, that makes me think that that's one of the great gifts that he gave Fernando Pessoa, 
the Portuguese poet who adopted so many heteronyms and wrote in the language of the different  

characters he was going to write in, including a Whitmanic character and I think that's what he's 
after there, isn't it? But of course, we misread it, because it's easily memorize-able and we forget that 
it's not actually Whitman speaking. It's Whitman lending his voice, or using being a vessel for that 
mariner.  

Because this is the voice that the sailor would sing it in. As a sailor, he's used to ballads. He's not 
going to sing it in free verse. 
Exactly.  

So one of the things that Whitman is teaching us how to do is to process a large scale disaster. And 
when a TV reporter thrusts a microphone in front of someone and says, "How are you going to find 
closure within a few hours a tragedy happening?" We always sort of recoil at that moment, and the 
fact is that I think that Whitman is giving us a way to think, to memorialize the dead, and to create 
those rituals, and to figure out a different kind of time scale for dealing with a tragedy. Does that 
make sense?  

Yeah, and you know I think we're going to also see, as Whitman enters into his hospital service, 
something really remarkable begin to happen to his poetry and his way of thinking about himself in 
relation to other people. He is going to begin to listen to wounded soldiers, dying soldiers, and hear 
their stories. And then he's going to retell those stories, and the "I" in Whitman, which I think all of 
us learned when we first start reading Whitman, is the Whitmanic "I" that's always speaking, that's 
always somehow Whitman saying the "I" in all of his poetry. And I think a lot of his Civil War 
poetry has been misread over the years because people hear that "I" as Whitman, and it's Whitman 
pretending to have been on the battlefield, or Whitman pretending to have been a wound dresser 
when in fact he didn't really dress wounds, he was a visitor in the hospitals, but he cared for the 
soldiers, but he was not a wound dresser.  

He's a vessel now, isn't he? Yeah! He's a vessel for the voices.  

He hears them, and he takes on that voice. He takes on that persona of soldier after soldier, he 
begins to discover that he can move in to other identities, and he can speak those identities, and he 
can give a voice to particular identities. And we're going to see this in poem after poem that now, 
more and more for Whitman, it's not just speaking as a unified entity - as a national entity - but 
speaking as a single individual that has a particularized experience.  

So, if in Song of Myself, Whitman makes that incredible discovery that he is the poet of the slaves 
and of the slave masters, there's something extraordinary about that, but also in certain ways even a 
kind of, even a little bit abstract. But now, when he's sitting next to a soldier who's dying, who may 
be illiterate, who has witnessed the worse of what man can do to man on a battlefield, and he's 
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taking dictation when he's writing a letter home for him in the dying man's voice. He is a different 
person, he is Shakespearian if you will - he's taking on all the voices of the dead.  

I think that's exactly right because when Whitman in his early poetry wants to speak for the slave, we 
can feel the earnestness of that desire and we can feel the honor and the quality of that desire, but 
what is sometimes missing is the urgency of the particular experience. We know that Whitman did 
not really know that slave, he's imagining himself into that experience. With these soldiers, one thing 
we begun to feel in these Civil War poems is Whitman is speaking now out of actual true experience. 
He's in  

many cases hearing the final words of these soldiers, and he feels an urgency now to speak the 
words of that identity that he has held in his arms as it disperses back into the compost of the world.  

So if we go back to Song of Myself when he writes about the Revolutionary War and the Mexican 
American War, it's for a distance. But now, after the war, he's right next to the dying soldier. And it's 
the difference between imagined experience on the one hand, and lived experience on the other, and 
he manages in the course of one career as a writer, to give us both.  

Yeah, and that experience in the hospitals - it really is incalculable what it has done to Whitman's 
poetry, and what the experience does for poetry writ large, and for American poetry particularly 
because Whitman re-centers war experience. He moves the power of the war off the battlefield, and 
into the hospitals, and that encounter in the hospital, where in the often final moments of a life, you 
feel the intensity of involvement that is nowhere else in Whitman's poetry and in very few poets 
ever. It's an amazing service that Whitman performed, but what is most remarkable it finally seems 
to me is how he was able to use that service to create a poetry out of it. Out of day after day, going 
to unimaginably bleak, tough, draining moments, and coming out of those hospitals with those little 
notebooks in his pocket of what those soldiers talked about, and sitting down and making poetry 
out of it.  

Forty notebooks that he filled during the course of the war and-  

Forty that we know of.  

That we know of, yeah! And it brings to mind that wonderful line that T.S. Elliot wrote in London 
during the second World War, during the Blitz when he was producing four quartets he said, "The 
whole Earth is our hospital," a recognition that comes straight out of Whitman. And of course, rings 
true for countless people around the world today: we all have experiences in hospitals. We know 
that world. Whitman is the first to give it literary form and our task here is to try to understand what 
he managed to do from those notebooks, how chemical he could distill those soldiers' final 
testimony and turn it into something that would endure.  

He said to Ralph Waldo Emerson, soon after he began his hospital visitations, he wrote a letter and 
he said, "America was brought to hospital in its fair youth." The country had barely begun to form 
its history, and it was brought to hospital, and that image of the entire country in the hospital during 
the Civil War is an image that Whitman is going to develop and build on because, by the end of the 
war, Whitman is able to say, "Now, I know this country. I don't know it by travelling it, I know it by 
being in the hospital where it was brought. Every element of this country was brought there. I talked 
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to black soldiers, I talked to white soldiers. I talked to soldiers from the west, and from the south, 
and the north. I saw them all - that hospital was a microcosm. As I walked the aisles of that hospital, 
I walked this nation." And that image of the country brought to hospital is going to be key to 
understanding how Whitman processes and makes poetry out of the war.  

 


